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Organizing for Conversion 
by J O H N W . NIXON 
Consultant, Management Advisory Services, San Francisco Office 
Presented before the Mortgage Bankers Association of Amer-
ica National Automation Seminar, Chicago—September 1966 
MY ASSIGNMENT today, "Organizing for Conversion," covers the 
gamut of things that must be done during the period beginning 
when a contract has been signed with a manufacturer for the delivery 
of a computer system and ending when the system is operational. Mr. 
Gordon has explained some of the things to look for during the feasi-
bility study. As you know, that is the period when grandiose proposals 
are submitted to solve all of an organization's problems. The conversion 
period is that crucial time that determines whether the system succeeds 
or fails and whether everyone concerned ends up a hero or a bum. 
When a company converts to a computer, it is usually an attempt 
to automate certain manual procedures or human thought processes and 
thus achieve faster and more accurate results than would be possible 
under manual methods. It is rather odd that the success or failure of 
this conversion to machine methods is almost entirely dependent on how 
well humans perform during the conversion period. It is very rare, 
indeed, to find installations that fail because of poor equipment. It is 
quite common, however, to find installations that are unsuccessful be-
cause of incompetent personnel or because competent personnel have 
failed to understand the proper roles they should play during the con-
version period. The entire organization usually gets involved with 
conversion to a greater or lesser extent; however, today I should like 
to concentrate on the two groups that we feel are most important in 
determining whether an installation will be a success or failure. One 
is the management group and the other is a group that I have chosen to 
call the Conversion Committee. I do not mean to downgrade the pro-
grammers, analysts, and E D P operating personnel, but I feel that their 
part in the conversion process is pretty well defined and has been docu-
mented in many technical journals. 
SENIOR MANAGEMENT 
In the data processing effort, as in any other major effort of the 
organization, senior management must take the ultimate responsibility 
for the success or failure of the program. Unfortunately, in the ma-
jority of installations, management has not been very active in the data 
processing project and, hence, must take most of the blame for unsuc-
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cessful installations. Frankly, it is surprising to me that top manage-
ment has not shown more of an interest in the conversion to E D P . 
Certainly it is not because of the inexpensiveness or unimportance of 
the project. Conversion costs may run from tens of thousands to over 
a million dollars—a significant amount in any organization. Even 
more important to management, however, is the effect of the conversion 
on the entire organization. Major procedures and policies must be 
changed. In many cases, a major re-structuring of the organization also 
results. The possible effect of the conversion on the company's own 
employees, as well as on its customers, may shake the company to its very 
foundations. Surely matters such as these are worthy of considerable 
management involvement. As soon as senior management realizes that 
the computer is not just a glorified bookkeeping machine, but rather that 
it has potential as a profit-making tool for the company, they will 
acknowledge that the design and use of a computer system is too impor-
tant to be left completely in the hands of data processing personnel. 
STEERING COMMITTEE 
As a vehicle for senior management involvement in the conversion 
project, we recommend forming a Senior Management Steering Com-
mittee. The membership of this Committee would consist of the presi-
dent of the company as well as the vice presidents in charge of the 
major departments. The functions of the Steering Committee would be: 
• To set objectives for the project 
• To approve schedules, priorities, and recommendations submitted 
by the Conversion Committee 
• To assist in "selling" the project to the rest of the organization 
• To hold frequent review sessions during which progress reports 
will be given by the Conversion Committee 
• To follow up after conversion is complete, and determine how 
well objectives have been met 
CONVERSION COMMITTEE 
Although top-management backing is probably the most important 
contributing factor toward a successful installation, the makeup and 
competence of the second group—the Conversion Committee—is al-
most as important in designing the system. 
This Committee acts as a staff organization for the Steering Com-
mittee during the conversion period and is responsible for actually de-
EDP—ORGANIZING FOR CONVERSION 375 
signing the system. In the past, it has been common to have analysts 
design E D P systems almost exclusively. Experience has shown that 
this is probably not the right way to do the job. The operating people 
who will actually use the new system should be deeply involved through-
out the conversion period. Therefore, we recommend that each of the 
major departments in the organization be represented on the Commit-
tee. Although the Systems and Procedures Department should be rep-
represented on the Committee, it certainly should not dominate the 
proceedings. It is the users' responsibility to identify what their infor-
mation needs are; it is then the Systems and Procedures Department's 
responsibility to determine the best way to fulfill those needs. 
Committee members should be selected who are future-oriented 
rather than wedded to the philosophies and procedures of the past. No 
procedure should be designed into the new system merely because 
"that's the way we've always done it." These men must also be well 
thought of in their respective departments in order that their ideas will 
get a fair hearing when presented to management. We have found that 
people of the department-head category make excellent committee mem-
bers. A n additional benefit from using department heads to design a 
total management information system is that this activity presents an 
unparalleled method of training in the actual operations of the total 
company the men who may be its future officers. If at all possible, 
these people should be assigned to the Committee on a full-time basis. 
An undertaking of this magnitude will require the undivided attention 
of everyone concerned. 
There are also two other sources of membership for the Conversion 
Committee. The first of these is the equipment manufacturer. Systems 
representatives from the selected manufacturer should be added to the 
Committee on a full-time basis as soon as possible. These people will be 
able to answer any hardware problems that might be encountered. They 
should also be able to use their experiences with similar customers to 
aid in solving your system problems. 
The second source of membership outside the company is the inde-
pendent consultant. A consultant can bring his experience with other 
clients to bear on this engagement. He could also serve as a liaison be-
tween the equipment manufacturer and the customer, as well as a buffer 
between possible conflicting factions within the company representation 
that might become engaged in a power struggle if an outside consultant 
were not present. We have found that we can perform a worth-while 
service by guiding the company's people and pointing out the paths they 
376 SELECTED PAPERS 
should follow. We feel strongly that the conversion should be a joint 
effort rather than a "turn-key" job that is completed by the consultants 
and then handed over to the company. 
Committee Functions 
Some of the major functions of the Conversion Committee would 
be: 
• To recommend a conversion schedule 
• To establish documentation standards 
• To design the system 
• To prepare a file conversion plan 
• To co-ordinate the programming effort 
• To train the organization in the use of the new system 
• To co-ordinate the implementation of the new system 
As you can see, these functions are varied, and any one of them 
could be the subject of a complete panel discussion such as this. In the 
time I have remaining this morning, I should like to look at three of 
these functions in a little more detail. 
The first function—To recommend a conversion schedule 
There seem to be two conflicting and equally unrealistic approaches 
to conversion schedules. The first is sometimes taken when top man-
agement is very anxious to get the computer operational and forces a 
"crash" program for conversion. Under these conditions it is virtually 
certain that the installation will not be a success; either the present 
system will be put on the new equipment as is, or a hasty, and neces-
sarily slipshod, job will be done in designing a new system, with conse-
quent catastrophic results. The second approach is the one favored by 
some systems people, which, in effect, is no schedule at all. Their feel-
ing is that systems design and programming is creative work and as 
such cannot be done under pressure. Therefore, there shouldn't be any 
deadlines. It is amazing how long conversion can drag out under these 
circumstances. 
We feel it is vital to the successful completion of a conversion 
project that a plan for conversion be evolved, and that target dates be 
set for various segments of the project. Naturally, some of these dates 
will be more realistic than others, since more information will be avail-
able concerning those activities. For instance, it is very difficult to esti-
mate how long programming will take before the individual programs 
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have been defined. We feel, however, that almost any target date is 
better than none at all. It gives the Conversion Committee something 
to shoot for, and also permits the Steering Committee to determine how 
the project is going. As the project progresses, the target dates may be 
changed when it becomes evident they won't be met. The Steering 
Committee will know of these changes and can take whatever action 
they feel is necessary. 
We have found that a critical-path network is an excellent vehicle 
for establishing a schedule and controlling the progress of the conver-
sion project. One of our clients prepared such a netwok of about 300 
events and updated it every two weeks. They found that, merely by 
drawing the network, they identified a great number of activities re-
quired for the completion of the project that might otherwise have been 
forgotten. They also found that nobody wanted to be on the critical 
path after the biweekly updating. Anyone who appeared on the critical 
path worked a little harder that week in order to get off it. It was 
amazing how quickly management could make decisions when they 
showed up as being the ones who might cause the project to miss its 
schedule. 
One final word on scheduling. The conversion schedule should not 
be established by working backwards from an arbitrary computer de-
livery date that was established when the order was signed. Rather, the 
computer should be delivered when it will best fit into the over-all con-
version schedule. It is foolish to bring in an expensive computer and 
let it sit unused because the programs are not ready. If it appears that 
you won't be ready for the computer when originally scheduled, ask the 
manufacturer to postpone delivery. Most manufacturers will allow you 
to change your delivery date until ninety days before the scheduled 
shipping date. With a little pressure, many of them will let you change 
your mind even later than that. 
The second function — To establish documentation standards 
Until recently, documentation was something that many people 
talked about but very few did anything about. Hopefully, this condi-
tion is now changing. By documentation standards I mean the establish-
ment of certain rules and procedures that will be followed to document 
the system specifications and programming work. The standardization 
of this documentation facilitates communications among systems ana-
lysts, programmers, management, auditors, and in fact, anyone else who 
might want to find out what the system is all about. 
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One of our clients established the following standards, which we 
feel are excellent. In designing the over-all system, the Conversion Com-
mittee drew a flow chart showing the relationship between the various 
runs and indicated the input, output, and file requirements for each 
program. A brief narrative description of the objectives of the over-all 
system and the function of each program accompanied this flow chart. 
These two documents presented an overview of the system and were 
adequate for the indoctrination of management and of other non-data 
processors. The Committee also prepared a more detailed set of pro-
gram specifications for each individual program on the flow chart. 
These specifications consisted of a listing of the input and output of the 
program, along with associated volumes. Also included was a narrative 
and, in some cases, decision tables, indicating what the program was 
supposed to do. Finally, there were layouts of the files, reports, and 
input that were used by the program. These specifications were used 
as a basis for communications between the Committee and the program-
mers, with excellent results. 
The third function — To design the system 
As the system is designed, it is essential that the Committee keep 
the rest of the organization informed on what is being done. It should 
solicit ideas and critical comments about the proposed system from 
these people. The more that the rest of the operating personnel can be 
involved in the design of the system, the easier will be its implementa-
tion. Finally, the proposed system should be presented to the Steering 
Committee for approval. At this meeting any changes from the present 
system should be stressed, along with the benefits and shortcomings 
that might result from the new system. It is better to have the system 
revised at this point than to install it and then have management require 
revision because they didn't realize the extent of the changes earlier. 
PREPARING FOR CHANGE 
Speaking of change, I think we should all realize that the installa-
tion of a computer is going to cause a great deal of change in your 
organization. If this is your first computer, you must realize that things 
are not going to be done as they were before. A good bookkeeper can 
do an exceptionally good editing job and can cope with new problems 
that are not mentioned in the rules. In fact, he may even bend the rules 
when necessary. Fortunately or unfortunately, the computer system 
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will enforce a much stricter discipline on your people. If programmed 
correctly, the system will not let them make entries that don't fit the 
rules management has established. If you already have a computer, and 
this conversion is to a so-called third generation computer, you should 
also be prepared for change. For about the last ten years, computer 
manufacturers have talked about random access and have drawn glow-
ing pictures of man-machine communications on an on-line basis. The 
new generation of computers, coupled with advances in communications 
equipment, finally promises to make this dream economically feasible. 
We feel that anyone designing a system for this new equipment should 
certainly consider the on-line, real-time possibilities. 
In both conversion circumstances, we feel a company is remiss if 
it attempts merely to computerize an old system, keeping changes to a 
minimum. Although management should carefully scrutinize the new 
system design to be sure it is not something from outer space, we feel 
that the real benefits to be gained by converting to a new computer will 
be realized only if the system is designed in a manner that will take 
advantage of the new equipment's capabilities. 
CONCLUSION 
In closing, let me reiterate that everything is just an idea until the 
conversion period. A successful conversion is essential if an E D P in-
stallation is to be a success. 
Finally, we feel that the two most important ingredients for a suc-
cessful conversion project are: 
First—senior management must take an active part in review-
ing and controlling the project, and 
Second—operating people must be deeply involved in the design 
of the new system. 
If these two recommendations are followed, your chances for a 
successful installation will be greatly enhanced. 
